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On July 16, almost a year and a half after a scandal erupted over illegal arms sales to Ecuador and
Croatia, Argentine Defense Minister Oscar Camilion submitted his resignation to President Carlos
Saul Menem. However, Camilion's resignation is unlikely to end the controversy over the arms sales
or the tensions within Menem's Cabinet. The scandal first broke in March 1995, when the Peruvian
press reported that arms had gone from Argentina to Ecuador in the midst of that country's border
conflict with Peru (see NotiSur, 03/31/95, 05/05/95, 05/10/96).
Argentine lawyer Ricardo Monner Sanz quickly filed a petition with a federal judge demanding an
investigation into the matter. During the following months, investigators found that three shipments
of arms had been delivered to Ecuador in early 1995, in violation of the international arms embargo
imposed during the conflict. In addition, Argentina's role- -along with Brazil, Chile, and the US as a
guarantor country of the 1942 Rio de Janeiro Protocol called for strict neutrality by Argentina during
the conflict. The incident damaged Argentina's previously close relationship with Peru and even
brought calls for its withdrawal from participation in the Ecuador-Peru peace process.
The sale of arms to Croatia occurred while Argentine soldiers were in the former Yugoslavia as part
of the UN peacekeeping mission there, and also violated an international embargo. The Menem
administration at first denied that any arms had gone to Ecuador, then blamed "unscrupulous
intermediaries" Uruguayan-based companies Debrol and Hayton Trade who, the government
claimed, had diverted the shipments from Venezuela to Ecuador. The arms were shipped via Fine
Air, owned by Jack Fine, a US citizen who is alleged to have ties to the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) and to Oliver North, a key player convicted in the Iran-contra scandal in the 1980s. However,
the administration's effort to distance itself from the sales met strong skepticism. "How is it possible
that no one in the Executive made a phone call to the Venezuelan Embassy to ask if they were,
in fact, buying arms?" asked Sen. Graciela Fernandez Meijide of the opposition Frente de Pais
Solidario (FREPASO).
Ensuing investigations revealed evidence of falsified documents and possible payment of bribes,
and brought increasing calls for the resignation of Defense Minister Camilion, who was responsible
for the state munitions factory Fabricaciones Militares (FM), which manufactured and sold the arms.
FM director Luis Sarlenga was forced to resign. He and three other former military officers involved
with the arms company Edberto Gonzalez de la Vega, Carlos Franke, and Diego Palleros are now
facing criminal charges in the case. After posting bond of US$250,000, Palleros left the country
and supposedly sought refuge in Singapore. In a letter to the court, Palleros said the arms sales
were carried out "with the knowledge of the highest authorities of the government," adding that
"commissions" were paid to lobbyists with relations to "the highest political power."
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The final impetus for Camilion's resignation was the July 16 petition to Congress by Judge Jorge
Urso the federal judge in charge of the investigation of the arms sales to lift Camilion's diplomatic
immunity. Urso made the request to pave the way for Camilion to be questioned about allegations
that he directed a cover-up related to the arms sales. The same day that Urso sent his request to
Congress, the defense minister submitted his resignation, citing "personal reasons." "Undoubtedly
it was a personal decision by Camilion," said political analyst Rosendo Fraga. "But the judge's
request only hastened a measure that Menem would have had to take, but which he did not want to
take under pressure."
According to judicial authorities, Urso's request was based, in large part, on the testimony of the
head of the air force, Brig. Juan Paulik, who said he had advised Camilion about the last of the three
flights that went to Ecuador in 1995. After Paulik testified, Camilion admitted that he had been told
of a possible diversion of arms, but said his "mind was on other things," so he did not pursue the
matter. Meanwhile, on June 21, Ecuadoran Foreign Minister Victor Galo Leoro Franco said the arms
from Argentina were never used and were returned to the arms dealer because "they would have
endangered the lives of any soldiers who used them, they were in such bad condition." Prodefensa,
the Ecuadoran company that actually made the purchase, demanded that Argentina return US$7.3
million, claiming that most of the weapons it received were unusable.
Camilion's resignation ends his immunity, and he will be summoned to testify in the arms case.
However, some members of the opposition insist that the final responsibility rests with Menem.
They say Camilion's resignation is only the first step in the process of fully clarifying events
surrounding the arms sales. "The sales took place with the approval of the Cabinet, the papers were
signed by the president," said Melchor Posse, vice president of the Union Civica Radical (UCR).
"It's not just a matter of some colonel running around who is accused of wrongdoing or even just
Camilion."
Camilion's resignation "cannot hide the principal problem, which is the government's
responsibility" in the illegal sale of arms to Ecuador and Croatia, said UCR president Rodolfo
Terragno. "Although one person, who could not be defended, has been sacrificed, not one
millimeter of progress has been made toward explaining what happened in the arms sales." And,
former foreign minister and FREPASO leader Dante Caputo said, "The concern right now is not a
change of ministers, but the scandal, which will not end with a ministerial change." Meanwhile, on
July 21, Menem announced that Camilion would be replaced by outgoing Buenos Aires mayor Jorge
Dominguez. Dominguez recently lost the mayoral election to UCR candidate Fernando de la Rua
(see NotiSur, 07/19/96).
The announcement brought criticism from the opposition because Dominguez is also under
investigation for public administration fraud during his tenure as mayor. He was accused by Buenos
Aires Judge Mariano Berges last June of having committed certain "irregularities" in the sale of
one building in the capital and in the leasing of another building. A motion has been filed asking
for Judge Berges's recusal, which must be decided before the charges against Dominguez can be
resolved. While Camilion expressed support for his successor, others questioned Dominguez's lack
of experience in global affairs. Dominguez "better take a crash course because the problems are
numerous and serious," said Miguel Angel Toma, PJ deputy who heads the defense commission in
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the lower house. "He comes in with experience paving streets and building sidewalks, but he will
immediately face a geopolitical situation that is qualitatively different from what he has handled
before." Dominguez will take office Aug. 6.
Meanwhile, Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo has been named by Menem to act as interim
defense minister. Camilion's resignation was the second blow to the Menem administration in a
week. Rodolfo Barra, former minister of justice, resigned on July 9, after reports in the press that
he had been active in Nazi organizations in his youth. Argentina has suffered from a rash of antisemitism in recent years, including the still unsolved bombings of the Israeli Embassy in 1992 that
killed 29 people and the July 1994 carbombing of a Jewish center that cost the lives of 86 people.
Barra was replaced by his vice minister, Elias Jassan, who is Jewish. In addition, Cavallo has been
under fire for months because of the continuing recession and staggering unemployment rate (see
NotiSur, 06/14/96). Rumors of friction between Cavallo and Menem persist, as do denials that the
economy minister's resignation is imminent. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/06/96; Clarin (Buenos
Aires), 07/16/96; Reuter, 05/18/96, 05/27/96, 07/15-17/96; Notimex, 05/14/96, 07/21/96; Agence FrancePresse, 05/29/96, 06/21/96, 07/10/96, 07/16-18/96, 07/21/96, 07/22/96, 07/24/96; Spanish news service
EFE, 07/11/96, 07/18/96, 07/24/96]
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